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ABSTRACT 
Living in the fast-paced and ever-changing corporate world of today, it has become 
very easy for society – including designers themselves – to forget or confuse the identity and 
intrinsic cultural value of the graphic designer. Flaws such as these do not just suffocate the 
credibility of designers, but ultimately put the cultures they represent through visual artifacts 
in a very fragile position. As graphic designers, we are significantly responsible for 
interpreting and reinterpreting these cultural messages into visual vernaculars suitable for 
specific target audiences. This research explores how graphic design educators can improve 
and maintain the designer’s integrity through social, cultural, and educational learning 
paradigms. By emphasizing the importance of cultural sensitivity in the classroom from the 
beginning, educators can more effectively – and more efficiently – increase the value of 
graphic design as a social and cultural facilitator. 
The basis of this study is to form a new comprehensive approach in design education 
using activity theory to promote cultural consciousness in the graphic design curriculum, a 
crucial step toward creating a more fluid and dynamic designer-to-culture and culture-to-
designer relationship. This dialogue is represented in a new pedagogical model that can be 
applied to any design curriculum, which is developed through class observation, qualitative 







CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION 
In past and present-day design pedagogy, many institutions have placed a strong 
emphasis on learning formal and aesthetic elements of art and design. While recent 
developments in education have encouraged new integrative learning strategies in design 
(promoting a more diverse course structure in math, science, psychology, etc.), the relevancy 
as to how and why this learning fits into a larger cultural context is often overlooked. Why 
are we encouraging these particular integrative studies? What aspects of formal and aesthetic 
design are more important to consider than others, and how do we apply them differently in 
certain design problems? These are context and culture-dependant questions that can only be 
resolved through culturally sensitive practices in the design classroom. 
To ensure success, efforts must be made on both macro and micro levels, with the 
overall message of cultural significance being pushed on both the larger academic scale and 
on a one-on-one level in the classroom (from instructor to student). If integrative cultural 
learning strategies are not provided or made clear in individual classroom practices, students 
often miss the opportunity to see the big picture and fail to apply important lessons learned 
from outside courses into their work (which are, in effect, artifacts from a specific culture). 
As a result, the student does not recognize how and why their designed product fits into the 
larger context of society, often resulting in a visual message that is not appropriate for their 
specific target audience. 
 The ideas of Professor Richard Buchanan closely parallel with the notion of design as 
a conjugate. He states that a number of predominant designers such as Misha Black and 
Laszlo Moholy-Nagy “understood and explicitly stated the intimate connection between 
creative design thinking and the knowledge gained and validated by research in engineering, 
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materials, science, the social and behavioral sciences, and the humanities.”1 This reinforces 
the concept of design as a rigorous exercise of integration. Knowledge in multiple disciplines 
– not just the arts – must be obtained and utilized in all fields of design in order to achieve 
the highest level of both physical and conceptual function in society. Buchanan might say 
that this end product of design yields a “common ground” where these contrasting disciplines 
come together to complement and support one another.2 
 Problems with recognizing design as an integrated archetype often relates to how 
people understand (or misunderstand) design itself. Quite often, observers focus too much on 
the micro concepts of design and not enough on its macro aspects. Ellen Lupton briefly 
touches on this concept in reference to deconstruction in graphic design. She asserts that this 
“suggestive word has served to label practices in architecture, graphic design, products, and 
fashion that favor chopped-up, layered, and fragmented forms.”3 As a result, people tend to 
focus only on small individual aspects of design and quickly write them off as disposable or 
useless. One of the most common misconceptions of design is that it is understood strictly as 
an aesthetic study or hobby with little to no practical use. This is where critics fail to see the 
larger concept.  Design does play a vital role as a contributor to arts and aesthetics, but it also 
acts as a facilitator of culture and society on a global scale. In essence, design is a practice 
composed of several different disciplines. Lupton pushes this perception further, stating 
“design becomes powerful only when it enters the domain of other discourses.”4 Once design 
                                                
1 Richard Buchanan, “Design as Inquiry: The Common, Future and Current Ground of 
Design,” presentation on design to the Design Research Society. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ellen Lupton and J. Abbott Miller, Design Writing Research (London: Phaidon, 1996), 3. 
4 Ibid, 66. 
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is applied to another field, it becomes a learning experience for both the designer and those 
who have requested the designer’s input. 
The graphic design curriculum at Iowa State University is one example of a program 
that values the cultural role of the designer. The following statement found on the 
department’s website summarizes their beliefs in designer to society roles: 
Graphic Design is a professional field of study based on the foundations of 
visual communication. The study of graphic design encompasses cultural, 
aesthetic, ergonomic, technical, ethical, and economic fields. … They solve 
communication problems of all types and sizes.5 
 This opening statement alluded to the idea that this was one of very few graphic 
design departments that actively practiced (and made a direct point) to teach cultural 
sensitivity within the curriculum. 
 A closer examination of the outcome assessment of the BFA program in graphic 
design (Appendix A) at Iowa State reveals several areas and methods the department 
currently uses as standards to help students build a culturally conscious design. Though it is 
not outwardly categorized under “culture,” design research, communication studies, 
branding, professional practice procedures, and developing an understanding of experience 
design are all aspects of cultural exploration the program uses to “determine [the] students’ 
ability to creatively integrate familiar and unfamiliar concepts.”6 
 Making an effort to apply these aspects of design in the classroom is an important 
step toward educating designers of the future. However, the real question becomes a matter 
                                                
5 College of Design: Graphic Design, Iowa State University, 
http://www.design.iastate.edu/GD/index.php. 
6 Outcomes Assessment, BFA: Graphic Design, Iowa State University, December 2004. 
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of how well students actually understand and implement these cultural practices in their own 
work, or how consciously they are actually executing the decisions they make when they 
design for another client or culture. Having personal experience as a minority, a learner, and 
an educator, it has become apparent that students are not always as receptive to these 
integrative social learning paradigms as instructors might think. 
The encouragement and explanation of these particular paradigms have often gone 
undervalued by academic professionals. Many institutions pride themselves on the 
availability of diverse course selections, going so far as to require students to take “x” 
amount of courses outside of their major. While this may be a genuine effort to encourage 
integrative learning, simply requiring students to take certain courses without explaining a 
cultural relevancy as to why often leads to dissonance between the student and their learning 
process. Perhaps the most important aspect to understand about integrative learning is that it 
is not simply a matter of balancing right and left hemispheres of the brain, but an opportunity 
to learn one’s culture and understand why their culture embraces such things.  
 In the end, however, one should not dismiss the micro components of design. These 
components are as important as the larger ideas design brings to the world today; in fact, 
there could not be successful design without the conjugation of these differentiating 
elements. The challenge is to recognize the impact they have within design, and that they are 
actually applicable to everyday experiences. Whether one is referring to the fine arts, fashion, 
engineering, way finding, or product marketing, design is a practice that can easily adapt and 
be applied to both right- and left-brained spheres of conceptual learning and problem solving 
in both academia and the workplace. Recognizing this, yields a more effective product that is 
a direct response to the cultural needs of a given society. 
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The objectives of this study are to evaluate the effectiveness and current state of 
student understanding of culture at Iowa State University, and to propose a pedagogical 
model for graphic design education with an emphasis in cultural sensitivity. First, 
explanations and phenomena found in culture will be defined. Second, research about the 
significance of culture in graphic design education will be presented through literature 
review, qualitative research using surveys and interviews, and integrative learning 
paradigms. Finally, a new comprehensive approach in design education using activity theory 
to advance levels of cultural consciousness in the graphic design curriculum will be proposed 
using activity theory. This dialogue will then be represented in a new pedagogical model that 
can be applied to any graphic design curriculum. 
 6 
 
CHAPTER 2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 The following literature review consists of an exploration of cultural phenomena 
relative to pedagogical practices in design. Here, definitions and theories of culture will be 
addressed; the application and relevance of these to design education will then be discussed 
using a number of design industry examples and case studies. 
2.1 Overview: Defining Culture 
 Before developing a solution for design education, one must fill his or her pool of 
knowledge with a deeper understanding of the basic notion of culture. In its broadest sense, 
cultural psychologist Steven Heine defines culture on two different yet equally important 
levels. On one level, Heine uses culture “to mean any kind of information that is acquired 
from other members of one’s species through social learning that is capable of affecting an 
individual’s behaviors.”7 On another level, culture also indicates a “particular group of 
individuals … people who are existing within some kind of shared context.”8 
 Within each culture, we find many subcultures. American culture is a textbook 
example of this idea, as the society has been constructed of people from a number of 
different racial, ethnic, geographic, and religious backgrounds. Each one of these sectors in 
culture may be referred to as subcultures, groups or organizations of people who share 
certain commonalities within a larger cultural context. For instance, designers are a 
subculture of visual culture (to be discussed further at a later point), as are painters, 
photographers, architects, etc. The functions and responsibility of a designer, however, is 
                                                
7 Steven J. Heine, Cultural Psychology (NewYork: W.W. Norton, 2007), 3. 
8 Ibid  
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much different than that of any other subculture, yet they play a vital role in the 
communication between them. This becomes both a fascinating and complicated objective. 
It is fascinating in that graphic designers are capable of interpreting and 
communicating between cultures in ways others cannot; complicated in that “the boundaries 
of cultures are not always clear-cut.”9 In addition, cultures are constantly changing. Within 
this change, some information, practices, and/or values are discarded, while new ones are 
either created or adapted. 
 Graphic designers create and facilitate objects of communication for these 
continuously changing societies. From posters, to packaging, to websites, the solutions these 
designers create are as temporary as the ever-evolving cultures that value them. This is true 
not only in physical or aesthetic form, but also in conceptual or utilitarian appeal. As society 
changes, the needs and expectations of that society change with it. Many designed objects 
once treasured are now by and large useless and obsolete (e.g., typewriters), while others 
have been cleverly manipulated and repurposed to fit the needs of an evolving culture (e.g., 
the wheel), thus surviving the weathering of time. These objects are not only cultural 
artifacts, they are the very language that societies use to communicate. The amount of power 
designers have is put into perspective when Heine states: “Being able to communicate with 
others is enormously important for conveying cultural information … Through language 
people can manipulate the thoughts in other’s minds … this facilitates the coordination … 
among individuals living in groups.”10 
                                                
9 Ibid  
10 Ibid, 12. 
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 So the question becomes: What do graphic designers of the future need to know? 
What will make the next generation of designers different from its predecessors? More often 
than not, scholars across multiple disciplines are turning toward cultural sensitivity. Making a 
sincere and conscious effort to understand the culture that the graphic designer is designing 
for is becoming more and more crucial. This is an enormous task in and of itself. Heine, 
however, offers four levels of universals to help us put things into perspective: 
1. Accessibility Universal: A given cognitive tool exists in all cultures, is 
used to solve the same problem across cultures, and is accessible to the same 
degree across cultures. 
2. Functional Universal: A cognitive tool exists in multiple cultures, is used 
to solve the same problem across cultures, yet is more accessible to people 
from some cultures than others. 
3. Existential Universal: A cognitive tool is said to exist in multiple cultures, 
although the tool is not necessarily used to solve the same problem, nor is it 
equally accessible across cultures. 
4. Nonuniversal: Cognitive tools that are nonuniversals do not exist in all 
cultures and can be said to be cultural inventions.11 
 One example of accessibility universal in the graphic designer’s practice would be 
that of language. All cultures use some kind of language to communicate to each other, 
whether it is through the spoken or written word, or another form of visual communication. 
The functional universal can be seen as the opportunity or amount of access certain cultures 
have to those forms of communication. For instance, many people in America have television 
                                                
11 Ibid, 32-34. 
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and Internet, yet not everyone has access to it. Therefore, if a designer is hired to promote an 
advertising campaign, he or she must be acutely aware not only of what is being presented, 
but also how their target audience is able to receive the message. If the audience has more 
access to television than they do Internet, it would be far more appropriate and cost-effective 
to design a television ad than a website. Conversely, if a designer were reaching out to a 
culture with little or no access to technology, print work would be more suitable. 
Existential universals dig one level deeper. Many graphic designers, for instance, use 
computers, but the way in which one designer uses the computer may differ significantly 
from the next, depending on the context of the design problem and the preferences of the 
designer. Consequently, the amount and complexity of technology used to produce a 
designed object will vary greatly depending on how accessible certain technologies are to 
each respective designer. 
Nonuniversals are the most unique, yet also the most potentially dangerous universals 
used by designers. Any given design movement, for example, could be understood as a 
nonuniversal. It was created within a certain culture undergoing a certain historical context, 
and was derived from a particular problem with a specific purpose that does not necessarily 
suit the needs of another, nor is it always appropriate to use in every circumstance. 
 Once these basic principles are understood, it becomes easier to understand the 
different levels at which one designs (or should design for). The most common mistake 
designers of the past and present have made is to design using the wrong type of universal for 
their target audience, which may lack certain understandings of concepts the graphic designer 
is imposing. This designer flaw can be referred to as pluralistic ignorance, or “the tendency 
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for people to collectively misinterpret the thoughts that underlie other people’s behaviors.”12 
To put this into perspective, we turn to a case study of a popular cell phone company, whose 
product designers made this very mistake. 
2.2 Understanding Design Within Visual Culture 
Though the term has been coined only recently, visual culture is not something that 
applies exclusively to designers or today’s society alone; notions of visual culture have 
existed since the dawn of mankind. From the ages of prehistoric life and human beginnings 
to present day, people have found, produced, and conceptualized their own visual artifacts. 
Visual culture is not specific to any one culture or social organization. In fact, one could 
argue that this phenomenon has become a social standard for the entire world. However, the 
ways in which visual culture is practiced and applied in society are anything but standard. 
This becomes a crucial factor in the education of any designer. 
In order to successfully implement and maintain visual culture within a social 
organization, one must first consider the context in which both they and their society have 
evolved. This process may be referred to as observation.13 As simple as the word may sound, 
the act of observing is something that is frequently taken for granted, if not entirely 
overlooked. In theory, designers should be “masters” of this action; yet we still find ourselves 
flawed. This contradicting yet interesting dynamic has presented a number of 
                                                
12 Ibid, 89.  
13 According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, observation is defined as “an act of 
recognizing and noting a fact or occurrence often involving measurement with instruments 
… a record or description so obtained.” In this essay, observation is not held strictly to the 
realm of empirical science as the term’s definition may suggest. Here it is applied to the 
examination of social and cultural issues found in visual culture.  
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anthropologists, sociologists, artists, and designers alike with a challenging task of cultural 
interpretation. 
In order to appreciate the importance of observation, it is necessary to first recognize 
what observation is and how society performs this procedure. Second, one must also explore 
the context in which observation has been – and is currently being – used by designers. 
Third, social and cultural norms are in an endless state of transformation; to keep up with 
these norms and understand how and why transformations take place, it is important to 
consider how changing observation techniques will impact the future. 
In the broadest sense of the word, observation can be regarded as the umbilical cord 
of all scientific practices, including the arts and social studies. That is, it’s a way to 
understand and attach new elements to previously existing or original matter. Observing 
enables designers to make a connection with something they are already familiar with and 
make distinctions between how two or more things are different from one another. However, 
it also allows one to understand how they can alter or manipulate something to make it more 
suitable for purposes of their own, a common practice among designers. 
The concept of taking one thing and projecting another meaning onto it is something 
sociologists refer to as symbolic interactionism.14 This theory is based on the observation that 
societies create their own realities around them and reinforce these realities through certain 
visual cues or symbols. Theorist George Herbert Mead15 believed that symbols are like 
                                                
14 This is a relatively new theory that has been explored and developed by sociologists since 
the 1980s.  
15 Mead was popularly regarded as “the most important thinker in the history of symbolic 
interactionism.” He was also interested in aspects of impulse, perception, manipulation, and 
consummation in regard to symbols and gestures. Mead believed these principles ultimately 
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gestures that are used to communicate with others. Though different cultures often share the 
same gestures or symbols, they do not always function in the same way. Through 
observation, one will discover that the meaning behind symbols is far more complex than the 
form in which they take. Mead emphasized that symbols are important determining factors 
behind social organization in that they provide a way for people to both unite and divide. 
Symbols allow people to exercise their “distinctively human capacity for thought;”16 as a 
result, people alter symbols in ways that permit their use in several different situations or 
contexts. 
This touches on a concept by Jules David Prown, who made several proposals about 
inherent and attached values.17 Values, he believed, are both intrinsic to an object itself and 
attached/detached by outside influences. Material, utilitarian, aesthetic, and spiritual values 
are all important factors that ultimately determine the worth of a particular object. 
In visual culture, symbols can be understood as reactions to – or products of – social 
observation. All attempts to interpret these images, however, should be carefully executed. A 
certain level of sensitivity and consideration is something that needs to be in order. Piet 
Mondrian had a particularly insightful perspective on how visual culture and the arts should 
be observed: 
Thus everything that is regarded as a thing in itself, as one, must be viewed … 
as a complex. Conversely, everything in a complex must be seen as part of 
                                                                                                                                                  
determined an individual’s identity, which takes form in three major personas: the mind, the 
self, and society. 
16 George Ritzer and Douglas J. Goodman, Modern Sociological Theory, 6th Ed. (New York: 
McGraw Hill, 2004), 218 
17 Jules David Prown, “Mind in Matter: An Introduction to Material Culture Theory and 
Method,” Winterthur Portfolio, Vol. 17, No. 1 (Spring 1982), 4 
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that complex: as part of a whole. Then we will always see the relationships 
and always know one thing through the other.18 
Randall Collins – a contemporary critic on sociological theory who has written 
several proposals on how to approach the study of social sciences – would surely be one of 
the first to support Mondrian’s claim. In “The Micro Contribution to Macro Sociology,” 
Collins writes that sociologists have focused too much on the macro aspects of sociology.19 
The major problem with this is that the many levels or components that make up a society do 
not necessarily exist on the same “epistemological plane.”20 That is, not all philosophies will 
apply to the same thing in the same manner. There are countless components that make up a 
society, many of which can be identified through the observation of tangible artifacts that 
cultures create and leave behind. Collins would perhaps suggest that the ways in which 
people understand these artifacts should be carefully considered. He states: 
The micro-macro translation show that everything macro is composed out of 
the micro. Conversely, anything micro is part of the composition of macro; it 
exists in a macro context, which consists precisely in its ramifications to and 
from other micro-situational events spread out in space and time … but any 
particular micro situation is not necessarily linked to all other places and times 
where interactions take place.21 
                                                
18 Robert S. Nelson and Richard Shiff, Critical Terms for Art History, 2nd Ed. (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1996), 110 
19 Randall Collins, “The Micro Contribution to Macro Sociology,” Sociological Theory, Vol. 
6, No. 2 (Autumn 1988): 242. http://links.jstor.org/sici?sici=0735-
2751%28198823%296%3A2%3C242%3ATMCTMS%3E2.0.CO%3B2-9 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid., 244. 
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Although he believes that understanding the big picture is important, Collins 
emphasizes that the micro aspects of society are just as significant. He stresses the fact that 
the world is made up of individuals, and that the events that happen on the human level 
inevitably affect society as a whole. Conversely, it is not just anyone or anything that can 
make a large-scale impact. Collins claims that: 
[People] must be in a certain place in the structure. And it cannot just be any 
structure; only certain kinds of government organization, i.e., those with 
extreme centralization of political, military, economic and cultural channels, 
can be ones in which the great hero-leaders can come into being.22 
Here, Collins clearly acknowledges the fact that macro circumstances do influence 
the micro. However, micro outcomes are almost always distinguishable from one another, 
each person or social group interpreting and reacting to things in his or her own way. One 
could classify visual materials such as drawings, paintings, photographs, even television, as 
micro representations of a macro concept or culture. Although these objects frequently 
encapsulate subject matter that is meant to elude to something larger, it is important to 
remember that the material produced originated from a singular (or micro) source. 
Herein lies the dilemma with visual artifacts: their properties are inherently micro. 
With this in mind, how is it possible for one to make safe observations about material 
culture? The answer may lie within its own problem. Collins explains that the “micro-macro 
translation [is] a project of seeing through social illusions.”23 Ian Hacking wrote on the 
challenges of observing matter from a micro standpoint (quite literally) in an article on 
                                                
22 Ibid., 243  
23 Ibid., 243 
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microscopes. He stated that in order “to see anything you have to stain the specimen,” 
thereby altering the original thing.24 In cultural, sociological, and visual studies, we 
repetitively “stain” unfamiliar cultures, people, and things with concepts already familiar to 
us in an effort to understand a new idea. The result, as Hacking would propose, is the 
transmission of diffracted25 information that has already been distorted by cultural projections 
forced upon observed objects. This in turn raises the question of whether or not one can truly 
see things the way they are. 
The answer to this is somewhat obscure. It needs to be understood that those who 
observe in visual culture should be aware that the images they see have already been 
culturally framed.26 This framing happens on at least three different levels. The first frame is 
assembled the very moment an observer chooses something on which to focus. It is virtually 
impossible for one to absorb everything in its entirety all at once, therefore the process of 
“cutting out” a section of the big picture is almost automatic by default. This transpires in a 
variety of ways and on multiple levels. In visual culture, it takes form in areas such as art 
history, where historians study one particular piece of work at a time, created during one 
particular era, by one particular person. Paul Mattick, Jr., points out that within this first 
framework (especially in relation to art history) there lies a secondary challenge. He refers to 
Antoine Chrysostome Quatremere de Quincy,  who believed that the problem with observing 
                                                
24 Ian Hacking, Representing and Intervening: Introductory Topics in the Philosophy of 
Natural Science (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 197 
25 In the context of visual culture, diffraction occurs after an object has passed through the 
“spectrum” of the observer. The result is a perceived image of an image; not the original 
thing itself. 
26 The term “cultural frame” is meant to define the space or environment in which the 
observer stands. Unbiased observations are possible to a point, but they are almost always 
recorded within certain presuppositions. In essence, there are no observations that aren’t 
contextual.  
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historical artifacts is that they have been “lifted from its original function, displaced from its 
birthplace, and rendered foreign to the circumstances that give it significance.”27 Hence, the 
instant an onlooker chooses to observe something it has already undergone displacement 
from its original context. 
This leads into the second phase of framing, which deals with the way an observed 
object presents itself. All things represent themselves in their own way, whether it is 
intentional or not.28 A good example of this can be found in anthropological and 
archeological studies, which place a lot of focus on cross-cultural artifacts (things that are 
almost entirely reliant on material objects, such as written documents, drawings, sculptures, 
architecture, everyday utensils, etc.) and the way in which people used these artifacts to 
represent their own culture. The objects that historians and scientists find in these fields are 
visual and tactile accounts of how people lived during a certain time. Again, this reinforces 
Quatremere and Mattick’s assertion that art and objects are representations of the past; that 
they exist means that they were born out of a historical context that once was and is no more. 
Mattick writes: 
… the autonomy of art appears with extraction of art from its earlier physical 
and functional contexts. This has its clearest form in the literal removal of 
objects from an original site of use to the private or public collection or (as in 
                                                
27 Robert S. Nelson and Richard Shiff, Critical Terms for Art History, (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1996), 110.  
28 This relates to two distinctive sociological terms coined by sociologist Robert K. Merton, 
called manifest and latent functions. According to Ritzer in Modern Sociological Theory, 
“manifest functions are those that are intended, whereas latent functions are unintended.” 
This applies to objects in that they inherently carry certain functions native to themselves; 
however, sometimes their properties lead spectators to draw conclusions about that object 
that were not implied. 
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the case of the Louvre) by the transformation of the site itself from one 
function to another.29 
This is to say that objects are constantly taken out of their native position – purposely 
or inadvertently – and forcibly examined in a new time, place, and perspective by the 
observer. Though the object itself remains intact, little of the authentic meaning is captured 
or preserved in this new dimension. One must acknowledge that uncontrollable forces such 
as time and the elements are partially responsible for the tragedies of displacement. The story 
does not end here, however; there is a third facet that also contributes to the defacing of 
objects. 
The third frame is the least recognizable of the three, and perhaps the most deceptive, 
because this frame takes form of the observers themselves. The irony is that the one who 
attempts to understand a concept outside of their cultural norm is nothing more (and nothing 
less) than another vessel of culture. That is, the culture they were born into has instilled itself 
within them so deeply that it cannot be extracted. People are subconsciously guided – and 
many times misled – by pre-existing notions that have been projected onto them, which they 
have involuntarily digested and absorbed into their value system. Consciousness then 
becomes the central issue for the observer. It should be noted that the punctum30 – or the 
thing that grabs an observer’s attention – is not always the same for everyone. Again, reasons 
behind this can be discovered in the culture and environment from which the observer 
originated. Certain people are more likely to take more of an interest in certain things and 
                                                
29 Nelson, Critical Terms, 111  
30 This term is described by early 20th century photographer Roland Barthes as a photographic 
element that “pricks” him, or strikes a nerve that demands his attention. It is an abstract, 
ambiguous “something” that grabs a viewers attention. For more, visit:  
http://www.swarthmore.edu/Humanities/pschmid1/array/instant.relatives/b+b.html 
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value them to different degrees. Both of these factors are dependant on the level of symbolic 
interaction that has taken place within their own society. 
Once people realize what observation is and how they’ve used it historically, the 
question then becomes: how should observations be practiced in visual culture studies, 
particularly within design education? To say that there is only one particular way to observe 
everything would be bold – if not an outright mistake – to say the least. As Mondrian, 
Collins, and Mattick have suggested, there are many components that make up a single object 
and drawing conclusions based solely on one’s opinion is almost never enough in order to 
fully understand the properties of the object being observed. Empirical evidence will only 
take one so far in understanding what they observe; what is needed is a discipline of 
integrated observation, or a way of understanding an object in several different ways from 
multiple perspectives. 
The notion of synthesizing concepts from different disciplines has gained popularity 
in social studies in the past 30 years. Referred to as paradigm integration,31 this sociological 
approach is concerned with understanding social structures from a multidimensional 
standpoint. It is a selective process that borrows from a number of distinctive theories and 
combines them to create a new perspective, specifically suited to meet the needs of one 
particular position. Collins’ micro-macro philosophy is one example of this. Although 
paradigm integration has been regarded as a sociological term, it would also be easy for one 
                                                
31 Paradigm integration is a relatively new theoretical approach in sociology used to analyze 
and explain certain social events and organizations. It places most of its emphasis on 
combining a number of different theories together to form new concepts. Jeffrey Alexander, 
George Ritzer, and James Coleman are a few predominant names within the field. For more 
information, see: George Ritzer and Douglas J. Goodman, Modern Sociological Theory, 6th 
Ed. (New York: McGraw Hill, 2004).  
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to apply its concepts into the visual culture field, for sociology and culture to come hand-in-
hand with each other. 
In visual culture, the paradigms (or exemplars) would be considered observations. By 
gathering as many observations as possible, one would theoretically be able to better 
understand what they are seeing. Note, however, that no matter how many perspectives they 
consider, they will never be able to observe anything outside of their own familiarities in its 
truest, purest form. What happens with integrated observation is merely that – integration. 
The idea is simply to become informed, or to become aware that there are multitudes of 
meaning behind every visual. When this is taken into consideration, one can then understand 
that what they perceive is not necessarily the way to perceive. 
As mentioned earlier, the cultural framework of the observer is the most difficult one 
to separate from. There is a plethora of information that resides outside of this frame. 
Attempts to make contact with these foreign concepts not only reveals things about the world 
that surrounds the observer, but also gives the observer a better understanding of where and 
how they stand in relation to the “big idea.” 
The most important aspect behind the social practice of observation in visual culture 
is to simply be aware that all observations are made by individuals who reside within 
predetermined contexts, and that these contexts inevitably influence how they conceptualize 
the rest of the world. Empirical evidence alone is not always a trustworthy source, for 
observers’ senses themselves can be deceiving. After all, the senses an observer uses to 
analyze the external are the same senses that have been tainted by a pre-existing cultural 
framework. If visual culture concerns the study of material artifacts, and material artifacts are 
products of society, it may be useful to employ principles from other disciplines (such as 
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sociology) to help one understand how to most effectively observe their environment and the 
substance it fabricates. Taking advantage of as many resources as possible will not 
necessarily permit an observer to see something in its truest form, but it does allow them to 
come to a better understanding of what an object might be, and how they stand in relation to 
that entity. 
2.3 Case Study: Motorola vs. Bird 
 
 In 1928, an American company introduced a new and exciting feat to the realm of 
human genre of communication. The innovation took form of an electronic communications 
corporation, the Galvin Manufacturing Corporation, known today as Motorola. In its early 
years, Motorola prided itself as being a trendsetter in electronic communication media, 
starting with its boastful introduction of “one of the first commercially successful car radios – 
linking ‘motor’ (for motorcar) with ‘ola’ (which implied sound).”32 Following this one-way 
mode of communication, Motorola responded to its culture’s changing needs and began to 
specialize in two-way modes of interaction with the creation of an evolutionary line of 
products: a police cruiser radio receiver (1936), a Handie-Talkie SCR536 Radio (1940), 
pagers (1956), all the way to one of the first personal cellular telephones (1989). Since then, 
Motorola has become a popular household name in the American home (and in many homes 
around the world), with a large and successful product market in cell phones. 
 Not long after 1989, Motorola recognized a unique and valuable opportunity to 
expand its cultural horizons and become global by expanding its consumer base to China. A 
quickly changing and ever-developing nation, China’s communication market was (and still 
                                                




is) a prime target for the expansion of the cellular market. For Motorola, one thing was clear: 
there was a mass need for communication, and that need could be filled with cell phones. 
China’s technology, economy, and social value for the phones were all in place; it was only a 
matter of time before Motorola climbed its way to the top as the nation’s number one cell 
phone provider. 
 In 1999, however, all of that began to change when a small electronics outfit 
company called Bird released its version of a cell phone, called the Ningbo. Today, Motorola 
finds itself dangerously close to looming in the Ningbo’s shadow. What happened in this less 
than ten-year time span that put Motorola in a vulnerable situation? Or put more simply, what 
did Ningbo do that Motorola didn’t? 
 The answer lies in the notion of cultural sensitivity. Today, the idea of design and 
globalization isn’t merely about offshoring and expansion; it’s about opening doors of 
communication. As business people, as communicators, and as designers, this case study has 
made it quite transparent that meeting the demands of society is integral in the design of a 
successful product. Motorola was successful in finding opportunity in China; its mistake was 
the assumptions it made on how to achieve and maintain that success. A new, shiny cell 
phone designed in America was fabulous at first, but has since been proving that the design 
of our cell phones do not always meet the needs of another cultures. 
 Geert Hofstede, a cultural studies professor at Maastricht University, points out that 
understanding globalization also means understanding culture. His research behind an 
international IBM employee study shows that “if [one goes] into another country and 
[makes] decisions based on how we operate in our own home country – the chances are we’ll 
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make some very bad decisions.”33 To better explain this concept, Hofstede developed five 
Cultural Dimensions: power distance index (PDI), the extent to which the less powerful 
organizations accept and expect that power is distributed equally; individualism (IDV), the 
degree to which individuals are separated or different from the rest of society; masculinity 
(MAS) vs. femininity, referring to the distribution of roles between genders; uncertainty 
avoidance index (UAI), dealing with the amount of certainty or ambiguity a culture tolerates 
(or man’s search for Truth); and long-term orientation (LTO) vs. short-term orientation 
(respect for tradition, fulfilling social obligations, and protecting one’s face. 
 Comparing these dimensions to Motorola’s case, one will discover a primary weak 
point that the American cell phone company failed to strengthen until recently: the long-term 
vs. short-term orientation. To Motorola’s surprise, the company’s ideals of short- and long-
term orientation were not the same as those in China. While the Western phone designs were 
satisfying American needs and social obligations, they were not fulfilling (or even meeting) 
the social needs of the Chinese culture, which had slipped by and surpassed Motorola’s level 
of cultural awareness. All hope, however, was not lost for Motorola – and in fact, they still 
remain number one in China today. In response to the Bird’s enormous success, Motorola 
quickly caught on to the importance of becoming more consumer-oriented toward the 
Chinese culture by releasing the A760 – a powerful phone that “recognizes Chinese 
handwriting, responds to voice commands given in either Mandarin or Cantonese, and talks 
back to you.”34 
                                                
33 Geert Hofstede, retrieved April 2008 from http://www.geert-hofstede.com/. 
34 Frank Rose (2004), Hello, Ningbo. Wired (12), Retrieved March 2008 from 
http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/12.04/ningbo.html. 
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 “The big advantage the Chinese makers have had all along is knowing the market. 
‘They're designing for domestic consumer tastes,’ says Ted Dean, managing director of the 
consulting firm BDA China, ‘and global makers have been designing for the global 
market.’”35 Boasting itself as a “global communications leader,”36 what will it take for the 
engineers and designers of Motorola to defend its claim? How can the design of a cell phone 
allow the company to be global and domestic at the same time? The solution can again be 
found in the understanding of visual culture and what each specific subculture values. 
 
        
Figure 1. The popular American Motorola Razr37 (left) and the Ming,38 Motorola’s response 
to the success of the Ningbo Bird. 
                                                
35 Ibid 
36 Motorola, Retrieved March 2008 from http://www.motorola.com/about.jsp. 
37Image acquired from: 
http://www.motorola.com/motoinfo/product/details.jsp?globalObjectId=69 
38 Image acquired from: http://www.motorola.com.hk/eng/motomobile/a/a1200/ 
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Figure 2. Ningbo Bird S19039 (left) and the S78940 (right). Although the external appearance 
of the cell phone is not unfamiliar from American phones, the interface and other 
customizable options it offers (such as multiple language translation) put the Ningbo Bird at 
the top of many Chinese consumer’s priority list. 
 
2.4 Case Study: Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM) 
 Aside from Motorola, the Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (popularly known as the MGM) 
hotel and casino in Las Vegas, Nevada, is another textbook example of how a 
misunderstanding or lack of cultural sensitivity can result in a negative and expensive 
outcome. A great American icon, MGM’s roaring lion head trademark seemed like an easy 
“given” for designers to springboard new designs for the MGM building when it was 
constructed in 1993. Believing that they were creating an artifact solely for MGM, designers 
proposed that the entrance of the hotel and casino lie within a large lion’s mouth (Figure 3).41 
Though a powerful and alluring architectural design in the Western, American context, this 
proved to be a costly mistake that resulted in a five-year loss of many potential visitors. 
                                                
39 Image acquired from: http://birdmobile.hisupplier.com/product-57351-mobile-phones.html 
40 Image acquired from: http://birdmobile.hisupplier.com/product-57345-mobile-phones.html 




Figure 3. The first exterior of MGM’s casino in Las Vegas, Nevada before reconstruction. 
Image acquired from www.corbis.com. 
The unintended result, according to Toby O’Brien of Raving Research, a Reno, 
Nevada, consultancy, was a noticeable lack of Asian customers. “Asian people wouldn’t 
cross the threshold of the casino through the mouth of a lion,” O'Brien said in an interview, 
citing a superstition that doing so would bring the player bad luck.42 
 Fortunately, this mistake was identified and corrected, and in 1998 new management 
implemented a more standard entrance (Figure 4), tearing down the lion’s head (and, in 
essence, a designer’s unsuccessful design). A large statue of a lion now sits separately 
outside of the hotel near the entrance, where those from outside the Western culture can pass 
by with a greater feeling of comfort and invitation. Todd goes on to state that industry 
experts at a Global Gaming Expo in Las Vegas “agreed that the most important factor in 
                                                
42 Ibid, par. 3-4. 
 26 
determining design is to know what the customer wants. Once [a designer knows] that, 
[he/she] can create a design that results in a positive feeling about the casino.”43 
 
Figure 4. The reconstructed exterior of the MGM casino, featuring a golden statue of the lion 
external and separate from the building. Image acquired from www.corbis.com. 
 
 An important assertion is made when Alexander Kiss of Casinos Austria International 
stated: “We think that clients spend money on the outcome, not so much on the product … 
They spend money on what the product does for them.”44 This again ties back to the idea of 
the importance of what an outcome does for a given society in activity theory. “Ultimately, 
it's not just about the gaming,” Raj Chandnani of Wimberly Allison Tong & Goo, which has 
offices in London and several other cities, said. “It's the whole environment and the 
amenities that are associated with it.”45 
 In both cases of Motorola and MGM, it is plausible to say that a lot of investment in 
time, money, and hard learning could have been salvaged had there been a greater emphasis 
                                                
43 Ibid, par. 6. 
44 Ibid, par. 7. 
45 Ibid, par. 11. 
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on cultural awareness at the academic training or preparation level of the designers. But how 
and where can culture be learned in the academic setting? What teaching methods are 
appropriate, and at what stage of learning relative to activity theory? Getting to the bottom of 
these questions requires an investigation of what both student and instructors perceive and 
value about culture in relationship to education.  
2.5 Visual Culture and Applied Design: Looking Closer at Paul Rand 
 An excellent example of a graphic designer who utilized the resources in visual 
culture and design education is Paul Rand. Though he has been praised time and again for his 
seemingly simple yet innovative and timeless designs, few have made an effort to analyze 
exactly how Rand conceptualized and formed his visual solutions to corporate and cultural 
problems. The posters, logos, and covers Rand designed were not merely the result of a 
creative process, but also the brainchild of a man who understood the importance and 
complexity of building and maintaining culture through a carefully constructed visual 
language. 
It has been said that the modern era that influenced Rand was more of a movement 
toward innovation in concept and theory than it was about style or prestige. In essence, 
Rand’s methodology was the very definition of this. Drawing upon European modernism and 
his own American culture, Rand constructed a unique visual grammar by marrying the two 
separate entities into one form. What ultimately resulted was a new perception of cultural 
identity. Although these certainly influenced Rand’s work, the historical notions he borrowed 
from were not necessarily predeterminants of what his work became. 
It would be right to conclude that the nature of a designer’s work has always been 
influenced and directly related to preexisting cultural ideas. However, this does not 
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necessarily mean that the identity of the graphic designer and the things the graphic designers 
produce is always predetermined. Rand was one of the most predominant figures in the 
design community to recognize this problem, and was one of the first to actively develop and 
encourage a solution.  
While it is true that history always impacts the future, it cannot always predict it. To 
Rand, history, culture, and tradition were not design restrictions; instead, they were 
possibilities. Rand was unhesitant to incorporate formal elements from historical objects 
(even those from outside of his culture) with his own work, making and breaking the cultural 
barriers with a sense of pure intuition and pleasure, while still maintaining the integrity and 
clarity of his intended message. 
Ideas from George Mills support Rand’s notions of opportunistic design and the 
importance of free expression within culture. In “Man and Design,” Mills attempts to explain 
the awkward tension that has formed between cultural expectations and the designer. He 
proposes that this tension is the result of erroneous restrictions that both parties form in their 
minds. Mills states that: 
There is no quarrel with this standard practice unless it becomes a subtle way 
of prejudging issues. Implicit in this contrast of man and design are 
assumptions about men and designs. These assumptions determine within 
limits how questions will be framed, and of course the way in which a 
question is asked will restrict the answers it receives.46 
This being said, it should be made clear that restrictions are not always negative; in 
fact, they are necessary in most situations of visual communication. But Rand clarifies that 
                                                
46 George Mills, “Man and Design,” College Art Journal, Vol. 16, No. 3 (1957): 218. 
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there is a difference between social guidelines and social restrictions. Guidelines serve as 
channels for designers to follow, but how they choose to move through these channels is 
ultimately up to them. Both Mills and Rand point out that restrictions or expectations of 
culture will always be present, but these expectations are not limitations. Instead, they are 
windows of opportunity. Mills parallel’s Rand’s idea of the opportunistic and authentic 
creator, claiming that the designer is responsible for representing “man first and designer 
second, so that his idea of what a designer ought to be is related to his idea of what a man 
ought to be.”47 
So how successfully can designers today achieve this goal? According to Rand, there 
is a fine yet distinctive line between being genuine and being original, both of which can be 
equally difficult to achieve successfully in any culture. Rand references Mies Van der Raoh 
on this issue, who believed that artists shouldn’t try too hard to be original – it’s almost 
impossible to achieve; instead, they should just try to be good.48 Once one develops an idea, 
it becomes self-generating, and the designer begins to create his or her own method of 
crossing that channel. 
The basic verbs used to define what a designer does, combined with simple nouns 
used to clarify the objects the designers produce, are merely raw, unrefined components in 
the design equation. Who a designer is and how the designer contributes to society are 
ultimately the true determining factors. But how much time do designers truly spend on these 
levels of cultural consciousness? 
                                                
47 Ibid 
48 Conversations with Paul Rand, VHS, Produced by Preston McClanahan, 1997. 
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The question of what a designer is can be complex, yet Rand repetitively alluded to 
the idea that it is absolutely critical for designers to take time to reflect upon who they are, 
what they do, who they are communicating to, and what they want to achieve. Some 
designers define themselves on personal levels, others on professional levels, and some on 
both. But recognizing and contextualizing oneself as part of cultures is one thing, personal 
identification is another. Understanding culture as identity – or an opportunity to form new 
identities – yields a formula for endless possibilities and endless choices. As mentioned 
earlier, Rand believed there was no such thing as a set predetermination in design, though he 
willingly acknowledged that there are forecasts, theories, and guidelines. In his world of 
philosophy and innovation, Rand believed that designers had more options available to them 
than one could ever imagine. In these options lie choices, and in choices lie power and 
control; but as Rand suggests, the key is to take advantage of it for the advancement of 
society, not to abuse it. 
This then leads in to how Rand believed designers could contribute to culture. Once 
skills are properly learned and acquired, what should the designer do next? Where will he or 
she go? Why? Over the past half-century or so, the role of the graphic designer has swayed 
back and forth from artist, to producer, to visual communicator, to philosopher and back 
again. These and other professional descriptions are equally valid in one way or another. 
Rand might suggest the issue at hand is a matter of consciousness and knowing the cultural 
responsibilities as a graphic designer, as well as how he or she identifies themselves as a 
person. Once this is recognized, designers can better understand how and where they fit into 
the world of visual culture. 
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In terms of the design equation, the “who” and “how” are important factors. But what 
follows it, or what is the solution? Rand claimed that designers are not merely facilitators or 
producers; they do not just make things “look good” or play on computers all day waiting for 
an art director to tell them what to do. Most importantly, designers are not simply the 
“middle men” that relay messages and feedback from one society to another. Instead, Rand 
believed that they are the individuals who connect and synthesize ideas together to meet 
certain societal needs or expectations. 
In essence, designers such as Rand create and pass on the very essence and identity of 
our society through visual forms of communication. Whenever a society or culture changes 
or requires a change, so too must the designer, in order to satisfy the demands of an ever-
transforming society. In fact, it is imperative that they always be one step ahead. To meet 
these goals, it is often necessary to find inspiration in other cultures. 
After listening to interviews with Rand or reading his work, one might realize that the 
tactics he used to achieve goals of visual communication and cultural facilitation had a very 
strategic formula – and yet at the same time, there was none. That is, Rand was able to utilize 
his skills rationally in the professional realm while at the same time being able to compensate 
for his own personal expression and creativity, where he often camouflaged elements of 
“outside culture” into his own work. As gifted and outstanding as this designer was, Rand’s 
talent and intriguing philosophies did not simply form out of nowhere; they were products of 
preexisting, reconstructed cultural notions. Perhaps it is the fact that Rand openly 
acknowledged and promoted this idea that made him so successful. 
Though often taken for granted, a cultural equator is always the staple in 
understanding any given design problem. Rand was particularly sensitive to this notion. In 
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his mind, the process of development between designer and society would ideally go beyond 
generalities and grow into a more prolific area of purposeful intention and visual culture 
practice. However, this did not and does not happen at all times in the design community. 
Too often, little or no attention is given to the whys behind what a designer produces. This 
results in a bland and boring solution that has fallen victim to “corporate” and lacks 
uniqueness. 
In an insightful interview recorded with Preston McClanahan, Rand proposes a 
solution to this problem: the designer should build his or her own vocabulary or language of 
aesthetics.49 Rand points out that the mistake many designers make is missing or ignoring the 
opportunity to create their own vernacular or build upon the design formula. This is not as 
difficult or complex as many make it to be; in fact, the primary facilitators to visual culture 
need not, should not, and cannot develop this vernacular from nothing. Over the course of 
history, visual culture “activists” have left a plethora of fingerprints for future designers to 
utilize and readapt as needed for their specific culture or social structure. That is, graphic 
designers should rely on existing credible identities to create their own. Rand states that he 
believes “it is only in the application of [these] timeless principles that one can even begin to 
achieve a semblance of quality in one’s work.”50 But what exactly is it that society profits 
from in this process, and how do these new products of culture benefit us? 
In “Constructing Ethnicity,” Joane Nagel offers compelling insight on cultural 
construction techniques. Although societies build cultures and subcultures in many ways, 
Nagel believes that it boils down to a process of identification, borrowing, and reformation of 
                                                
49 Ibid  
50 Paul Rand, A Designer’s Art, (Yale University Press, 1985), xi. 
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pre-existing cultures or cultural notions to build a new one.51 This process involves a number 
of ongoing tasks that require a culture to generate new “symbols, activities, and materials 
[that] are continually being added to and removed from existing cultural repertoires.”52 
Rand’s Westinghouse logo is a visual embodiment of Nagel’s claim (Figure 5). Here, 
we see an example of how Rand became the very medium through which one cultural 
context is processed and reproduced into something new, something suitable for another 
culture’s purposes. In this situation one observes an interesting dynamic or tension within a 
visual message that lies – and yet does not lie – within the boundaries of aesthetics and 
formal principles of design. The cultural adaptations made in the Westinghouse logo suggests 
that the practice of revitalization primarily happens when “lost or forgotten forms or 
practices are excavated and reintroduced, or when lapsed or occasional cultural forms or 
practices are refurbished and reintegrated into contemporary culture.”53 
         
Figure 5. Rand’s Westinghouse logo (left) was inspired by the formal elements of an 
Iroquois traditional corn mask (right). Images from Paul Rand, A Designer’s Art, (Yale 
University Press, 1985), 28-29. 
                                                
51 Joane Nagel, “Constructing Ethnicity: Creating and Recreating Ethnic Identity and 
Culture,” Social Problems, Vol. 41, No. 1 (1994): 162. 
52 Ibid 
53 Ibid  
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Though it has always been embedded and observed in Rand’s work, the notion of 
how he – as well as his fellow modern thinkers – actually contextualized and re-
contextualized culture, has not yet been outwardly acknowledged or discussed in the design 
community. This process of “recontextualization” that Rand and his contemporaries used 
went far beyond the basic responsibilities and expectations of a graphic designer. Educating, 
interpreting, and communicating messages from one audience to another using visual 
language were only sprouts of a deeper underlying source. 
As Nagel might also suggest, this re-contextualization should not be confused with 
decontextualization. That is, Rand does not deny, undefine, or forcefully strip away the 
cultural meanings behind the original cultural form; it is impossible to accomplish such a task 
in the shadow of that object’s history, owners, and the symbolic representations that it 
developed from or had placed upon it. Instead, Rand merely stands outside of the object’s 
original context and observes it from a distance, knowing all the while that he is part of a 
very separate culture. The other object he draws inspiration from is nothing more – and 
nothing less – than just that: other. Rand’s primary objective was to simply borrow formal 
elements from found objects, with their original purpose almost always unrelated to the 
designer’s goal. 
And so the inevitable question of credibility comes to mind: How much can we trust 
these found objects that are being forced upon us and integrated into our society? It is true 
that these foreign items come from unfamiliar places, unknown backgrounds, and with 
unknown purposes. Yet at this particular stage, it becomes necessary to understand these 
“other” objects within some kind of context or specific framework. 
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Keeping in mind the things that Rand was using and where these things came from, 
one can understand these objects as what has been termed folk art. Elizabeth Manley 
Delacruz explores the definition of folk art in her article, drawing on concepts from Holger 
Cahill, Director of the Museum of Modern Art in 1932, who defined folk art as “an 
expression of the common people, made by them and intended for their use and enjoyment 
… folk art  [is] a part of craft, and not as part of a fine art tradition.”54 This outsider ephemera 
is often more intuitive than it is formally conceptual. That is, an object produced by the 
creator (who is not necessarily an artist by definition) is often a direct response to either 
cultural need within their particular society or a pure act of “making,” which could be 
regarded as a hobby. But the objects fashioned are not just materialized trifles of society; 
Delacruz points out that what is often overlooked is that folk artists actually create and 
facilitate their culture through these objects. The objects do not just represent themselves or 
their function; they represent a culture. Delacruz builds on this by stating “folk artists meld 
process and form, life experience and story, often with a whimsical sense of irony.”55  
Rand himself was a collector of folk art, and it is perhaps the element of irony that he 
found so intriguing about it. In Conversations with Paul Rand, he takes a moment to talk 
about an old weathervane he found that had been fashioned with a rooster on its top. The 
crudeness of its construction was at the same time its flaw, and, as Rand claimed, its shining 
potential. What he adored about it was that the person who created it “had a sense of shape,” 
and that’s all they needed to make it fit into their particular culture.56 The honest, 
                                                
54 Elizabeth Manley Delacruz, “Outside In: Deliberations on American Contemporary Folk 
Art,” Journal of Aesthetic Education, Vol. 34, No. 1 (2000): 23.  
55 Ibid., 35. 
56 Conversations with Paul Rand, VHS, Produced by Preston McClanahan, 1997. 
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unapologetic context in which the weathervane was created was what Rand considered to be 
truly genuine. 
From here a notion of the unselfconscious comes to fruition. What made Rand’s work 
so distinctive was his unwillingness to conform and passion to just “do.” In other words, the 
work he created (such as the Westinghouse logo) was an immediate, formal response to the 
outsider object he drew inspiration from. Any and all tradition that was initially embedded 
into the object became null and void; what ultimately resulted was a new design vernacular. 
As it has been noted in Nagel’s theory of cultural construction, the new vernacular 
that Rand became so well known for became its own cultural paradigm in many ways. 
Thomas Hubka was a strong believer in the concept behind design vernaculars, and his ideas 
are comparable to Nagel’s.  While designers do rely on historical concepts to create new 
things, it is not to say they simply “copy old forms;” instead, they “[disassemble] or 
[decompose] existing forms” and generate new structures from these elements.57 In essence, 
we may conclude that the credibility of vernacular designers – as well as folk artists – does 
not necessarily fall under trained or formally educated designers, but instead reside on the 
same plane or a level continuum. 
 In today’s society, it has become apparent that it is very easy for designers to 
pigeonhole themselves into a constant cycle of mimicking or copying styles that came before 
their own. Using Rand’s work and words and inspirational models, today’s design culture has 
more than enough to begin building a new confidence in themselves and their originality. 
Some designers and design firms are more errant than others in different circumstances when 
                                                
57 Thomas Hubka, “Just Folks Designing: Vernacular Designers and the Generation of 
Form,” JAE, Vol. 32, No. 3 (1979): 28.  
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it comes to the subject of honest creativity, and the obvious revision or “reconstruction” is 
needed from the very beginning of education. It must be made clear, just as Rand realized, 
that designers literally offer themselves – as well as their knowledge, skills, and culture – as 
human instruments of social and cultural maintenance. Being able to redefine and facilitate 
the right message to society is the designer’s never-ending cultural responsibility; as a result, 
one must turn to the core of design pedagogy as a way to redefine the role of the designer. 
2.6 Pedagogical Models 
            Before developing a final pedagogical model with activity theory, it is important to 
look into other approaches currently existing in academia. Very few curricular models exist 
today that focus on culture and design pedagogy. However, there are several other 
methodologies that have been developed within other educational contexts that are applicable 
to reaching the goal of a culturally sensitive designer. 
 




 The first model analyzed sets the relative position that most art and design 
departments are popularly thought to stand. Stark discusses a diagram that maps different 
fields of study in “content dimensions.”58 According to this model, concentration in current 
practices in the arts focuses more on teaching skills and developing the individual student’s 
beliefs. Although graphic design is different from many of the arts, the department is often 
integrated with the fine arts, thereby putting the discipline within close proximity to similar 
educational practices. While skills and individual beliefs are important to student learning, 
concentrating only on these aspects will not create a well-rounded designer, whose 
responsibilities differ significantly from others in the fine arts. Designers design for a target 
audience – a society in a certain culture; they should not design solely for themselves, for this 
again is where the designer is at high risk for imposing etics. The ideal location of the 
graphic designer relative to the position on the diagram would be in the center. As students 
develop their skills and learn about their individual responsibilities as a designer, they should 
also be learning the concepts and principles that influence them as a facilitator of visual 
culture. Consequently, these three skills should come together to assist in the process of 
vocational orientation. 
 Confining the arts in a model such as Figure 7 is yet another example of how 
individualistic societies tend to break down and (perhaps unintentionally) seclude concepts. 
Heine provides an illustration of how individualistic cultures differ from collectivistic 
cultures, or cultures that have an interdependent view of the self (Figure 8): 
                                                
58 Joan S. Stark and Lisa R. Lattuca, Shaping the College Curriculum: Academic Plans in 
Action, Allyn & Bacon, 156. 
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Figure 7. Heine’s Independent View of Self   Figure 8. Heine’s Interdependent View of Self 
 
 In the independent view of self, people tend to value being different from others 
around them. In American culture today, being unique is considered of utmost importance. 
Examples of this can be seen everywhere, from billboards to television commercials to 
magazine ads, our society has managed to design for the individual. Anything from shoes to 
haircuts to houses can be customized for the individual. All of these individualistic factors 
also influence how one understands the educational environment around them. For instance, 
graphic designers often prefer to be understood as something very different from any other 
profession. While this is true, there are also concepts that can be found across all disciplines 
that an individualistic designer may ignore or inadvertently leave out. This creates a high-risk 
environment for designers to develop a very narrow view of a vastly wider picture of the role 
of design in society.  
 For interdependent or collectivistic cultures (found in many Eastern cultures such as 
Japan, Korea, and China), the case is very much the opposite. The opinion and influence of 
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others outside of the individual becomes the top priority. “Fitting in” is the valued solution; 
standing out is not. Being the same requires the individual to look externally and take in a 
more holistic view of their environment in order to understand how their position might 
differ from others. Any change that a collectivistic person makes is for the benefit of others, 
not themselves. 
 This being said, it is important to establish that students should not lose touch with 
who they are as individuals. In fact, it is integrally important that they understand the 
importance and significance a designer can have, but within a bigger picture. A design 
created by one individual affects an exponential number of others who will see or interact 
with the designed piece; this is the collectivistic view that graphic designers of the future 
must grow to understand. In almost all cases, designing for oneself is not the appropriate 
solution for the client or target audience, the visual message is meant to portray something 
specific to someone who is more than likely outside of that particular designer’s subculture. 
 Figure 9 offers a solution that individualistic designers may want to consider. Here, 
knowing oneself is part of the education process, but it is part of a cyclical learning structure 
that also includes knowing how, about, and why they are entering the field of design. This 
model creates a more holistic designer that promotes the idea of a more conscious, culturally 
sensitive product design. 
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Figure 9. Focus Questions for the Cultural Experience. Developed by Patrick R. Moran, 
Teaching Culture: Perspectives in Practice, Heinle & Heinle, 141. 
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CHAPTER 3. METHODS AND PROCEDURES 
3.1 Activity Theory in Motion: Reforming Design Education 
Let us now take a closer look at how pedagogical practices in design can assist in 
cultural learning through activity theory. Engestrom contends that activity theory today is 
“transcending its own origins: It is becoming truly international and multidisciplinary.”59 
This is also true of today’s discipline of design. Keeping this in mind, Engeström’s model 
already becomes a very attractive solution for today’s higher education practices, which is –
 by its truest nature in Western practice – a cross-cultural (and thus international) approach 
that harnesses the power of integrative and multidisciplinary learning. 
Engeström goes on to suggest that “closed systems of thought do not work … human 
activity is endlessly multifaceted, mobile, and rich in variations of content and form. It is 
perfectly understandable and probably necessary that the theory of activity should reflect that 
richness and mobility.”60 Considering this statement, one becomes acutely aware of the 
parallels between the inherent qualities of activity theory and design practice. This is an 
aspect of design that has been widely acknowledged by its practitioners in recent years. 
However, one must take another step back into the realm of design education in order to 
understand how and why this understanding should take place sooner at the pedagogical 
level. But before discussing its application to design education, it is important to first 
understand the structure of activity theory in addition to the context in which it was 
developed. 
 
                                                
59 Yjro Engeström, “Activity Theory and Individual Social Transformation.” Perspectives on 
Activity Theory, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 20. 
60 Ibid 
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3.2 Analyzing Activity Theory 
Historically, activity theory has been popular at sociological and academic levels. At 
first existing only in writing and abstract concept, a number of activity theory followers have 
developed the theory further by creating a structured model such as Yrjo Engeström’s. The 
model’s inherent flexibility has allowed its elements to be applied in countless areas of study 
including individual and social transformation, child development, educational learning, play 
and motivation, and cultural psychology.61 
 
Figure 10. Engeström’s model of activity theory. 
 The anatomy of activity theory can be broken down into six basic parts, all of which 
are essential players of culture and lead to an overall objective or outcome (Figure 10). In his 
writings, Engeström refers to the division of labor as the hierarchical structure of people and 
their roles in society. In the most general sense, this may refer to the economic or social 
status of certain individuals, where each person fulfills a certain duty or role in society. Their 
responsibilities correlate directly to the community. Here, the term community is used to 
refer to society as a whole. Within each society there are rules. One may relate these rules to 
                                                
61 Yrjo Engeström, Perspectives on Activity Theory, (Cambridge University Press, 1999). 
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Heine’s cultural universals, in which there are certain expectations and practices in every 
culture. As with universals and nonuniversals, there are certain rules that are more applicable 
to some societies than others. The subject (or learning group) involves those undergoing 
study or change. The subject correlates directly with the community, division of labor, and 
rules, all of which have served as the “womb” or fertile environment from which the subject 
grows. Instruments represent the medium in which the division of labor and subject use to 
accomplish a task or reach a societal goal, also referred to as the object. 
 The illustration (Figure 11) is a popular model that demonstrates how each part of 
activity theory connects to and affects one another. Interestingly, this notion of having many 
components that make up an entirety parallels very closely with the principles found in 
collectivistic cultures, or cultures that value the interest of the group over the interest of the 
individual.62 Activity theory was constructed within and studied largely by individualistic 
societies, or societies that value the interest of the individual over the interest of the group;63 
this raises a particularly curious point of interest. 
 In collectivistic cultures, the value and significance of all parts in society generally 
play an equally important role in maintaining balance within a given context. This parallels 
with the goals of activity theory. Perhaps unsurprisingly, many individualistic societies 
(particularly within the Western sphere of pedagogy) have tended to use or focus in on only 
part of Engeström’s model. Such is the case in a great number of design curriculums found in 
the United States. 
                                                
62 Geert Hofstede and Geert Jan Hoftstede, Cultures and Organizations: Software of the 
Mind, (McGraw Hill, 2005), 74. 
63 Ibid, 75. 
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 The earlier part of this research proposed that most current design curriculums tend to 
utilize only one-fourth of activity theory’s total components, with much of their 
concentration focused on the subject, instruments, and objects. To better understand how 
activity theory applies to design pedagogy, we must again recontextualize Engeström’s 
model by redefining each of its six components as appropriate to design education: 
 
Figure 11. Activity theory as applied to graphic design education. 
 
1. Division of Labor will refer to the hierarchical structure of the school/design 
program itself, including instructors, tutors, program directors, etc. 
2. Community consists of the school or institution itself, which also includes the 
larger cultural context that it resides in. 
3. Rules include the standards, values, and practices that the school system 
implements in relation to the needs of greater societal values in which it exists. 
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4. Subject will take form of the design student body; those in close proximity to the 
process of learning and contribution of objects and subject to the division of labor, 
community, and rules they’ve developed knowledge from. 
5. Instruments are the mediums used to produce the cultural artifact including 
technological instruments (computers, printers, servers, software, etc.), design 
theory, formal design principles, and other knowledge gained in the classroom. 
6. Object is the cultural artifact or designed piece that the design student produces 
using tools provided to them by the division of labor. The object is meant to 
satisfy the needs of the community by abiding to the rules of the larger public 
sphere. 
A seventh, less-discussed but equally important component also evolves from the 
object, known as the outcome. While many models of activity theory simply stop at the 
outcome, it is the outcome itself that becomes an integrally important component in both 
design education and society as a whole. This is where the ultimate question in design 
pedagogy lies in relation to activity theory. By focusing only on the six components 
streaming to the outcome, the counter question about what affects the outcome has on society 
is neglected. How might a designed object affect the six components from which it evolved? 
Are these outcomes always successful? In what ways can it be measured and evaluated? 
 The answer may be more easily understood using a “real-world” example. The case 
of Motorola’s loss to the Ningbo Bird is an excellent example of how strongly an 
underestimated outcome can have on both designers and the culture for which they design. In 
essence, Motorola used every component of Engeström’s model in its process of designing a 
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new cell phone. The company’s primary mistake was underrating how the object (or cell 
phone) outcome would rebound to affect both the society it was marketing toward and itself. 
 The same problem can also be found in today’s practice of design pedagogy. For the 
educator, focusing on student learning and the application of instruments used to design 
objects are invaluable to any designer and any design program. But the instruments students 
are using are yielding far more than a poster, a website, an animation, or architectural space. 
The objects these future designers produce are actually cultural fingerprints of the society 
they’ve evolved from. The outcome, however, does not always determine its sustainability. 
In fact, it is the very culture/society that it came from that determines its continuing 
existence. 
 Touching again on aspects of visual culture, it is important to recognize the process of 
how people from different societies see and interpret outcomes differently. If one object is 
designed within a certain cultural context and applied to another, there is a very high chance 
that the designed object’s outcome will not be sustainable when cycled into society. Again, 
remembering that the objects students design are created within a particular context in a 
particular cultural structure is key to identifying and understanding where areas of 
dissonance are most likely to occur. The ultimate goal, then, is to produce a more culture-
conscious artifact, whether that artifact is designed for the society in which it came or another 
outside of its context. But the streamline of designer education does not stop there; another 
vessel must be constructed to evaluate the success rate of the designed object. 
 The process of evaluation is not altogether missing from today’s pedagogical 
practices. Critique sessions and evaluation forms provided to the student are a step toward 
revision and object feedback, but it is not the only step that can be taken toward 
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improvement. The problem with interdepartmental evaluation is that it becomes somewhat 
incestuous, suffocating the design and subjecting it only to the viewpoint of other object-
producers (or designers). Expanding a designer’s horizons by paying closer attention to the 
effects of their design on society is perhaps one of the most important feedbacks the student 
will gain – and should gain – during an undergraduate education before they enter design 
industry where risk factors of making a mistake often become exponentially high (and 
expensive) and retaliate at rates much faster than feedback from an instructor. 
The following section takes a closer look at Iowa State University’s design program 
and its student and instructor perceptions of cultural learning, which then concludes with a 
















4.1 Quantifying Student & Instructor Values of Culture in Higher Education 
 The basis of this research was to acquire a better understanding about how students 
and instructors value culture in relationship to learning and education. This data was 
necessary in order to develop a stronger, activity theory-inspired pedagogical model for 
graphic design. 
4.1.1 Participants 
A total of 36 graphic design students (30 undergraduate / 6 graduate) and five 
instructors from Iowa State University’s art and design program were surveyed over a one- 
week period. Undergraduate grade levels surveyed ranged from sophomores to seniors. Most 
of the student body polled lived in the United States their entire lives and speak English as 
their first language. Those who lived in more than one country (outside of the United States) 
and/or spoke English as a second language were comparable in age and gender, and – like the 
other participants – had spent at least one year in the College of Art and Design at Iowa 
State. 
4.1.2 Materials 
Because students and instructors have gone through different experiences on different 
ends of the curricular spectrum, two different surveys were administered: one for instructors, 
and another for students. Many questions regarding the participant’s interest and value in 
culture were the same, but demographic and experiential questions were somewhat different 
to account for the difference in student/instructor perspectives. Both of the surveys were 
broken into two parts. The first section asked for demographic information, such as the 
participant’s age, education background, and their experience with cross-cultural encounters 
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as well as their current opinion of diversity among Iowa State students and faculty. The 
second section asked participants to rank the importance of culture in education and the best 
ways they believed they could learn about culture. After results were acquired, they were 
compiled, calculated, and analyzed in QuestionPro and Excel to quantify statistical results. 
4.1.3 Procedure 
Volunteering participants were informed about the basis of the research and asked to 
complete a questionnaire based on their academic position (student or instructor). Upon 
completion, answers were compiled and cross-referenced to gain a better understanding of 
how and why certain participants valued culture as they did within the realm of higher 
education. 
4.2 Data Analysis 
Let us begin with a general overview of student outcomes relative to their personal 
experiences with culture. Cultural psychologist Dr. Susan Cross64 states that many people do 
not consciously think about the culture they are in until they are taken out of it. This being 
said, a number of questions asking about travel and studying abroad were asked to introduce 
the idea that culture is both internal and external to the participant. Simple questions such as 
this were introduced not only for research purposes, but to assist the student in thinking about 
culture on both micro and macro levels. 
 Questions five through nine on the student survey focused on the concept of physical 
location within a larger global context, or the relative position of students on an individual 
level relative to a more expansive macro scheme: 
                                                
64 Dr. Susan Cross currently teaches psychology at Iowa State University and is an active 
researcher in cultural psychology studies. 
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  Q5. Have you ever lived in more than one country? 
  Q6. Have you ever visited more than one country? 
  Q7. Have you ever studied abroad? 
  Q8. If you have studied abroad, would you consider doing it again? 
Q9. If you have not studied abroad, would you consider doing it if you had the 
opportunity? 
 
Most students polled had not lived in more than one country (28 out of 36), but had 
visited another at some point in time. Additionally, 86% of students had not studied abroad, 
but would consider studying abroad if the opportunity arose. All but one student who had 
studied abroad indicated that they would take advantage of the prospect again. These results 
indicate that, although a student may not have had many cultural experiences outside of the 
one they live in, they are for the most part willing and open to the idea of cultural 
exploration. This opens a great window of opportunity toward introducing cultural sensitivity 
in the classroom. Consequently, nearly 81% of students also believed that culture was either 
“important” or “extremely important” when dealing with real-world or career situations. 
Outcomes such as this denote that there is a general understanding among the student body 
that culture is indeed important. However, the ways in which they define and learn about 
culture are inconsistent. 
Earlier, the concept of individualistic cultures (such as that which exists at Iowa 
State) tendency to focus on the micro elements of a given structure was discussed. Numbers 
from the student surveys seem to say the same. Although there is clearly a notion of cultural 
value in students’ minds, many disagreed about the significance of the smaller elements that 
make up culture. There was also an inconsistency in the ways that students believed was the 
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best way to learn about these elements, and in the way they were actually defining culture 
itself. 
The likert scale in question 19 demonstrates the varying degree to which different 
students value different elements of culture. A closer look at how individual students ranked 
the numerical value of each characteristic (1 = Not Important, 10 = Extremely Important) 
reveal the many ways students perceive rudiments of culture (See Appendix C). The ranking 
results from Geography/Location, Religion, and Gender Roles are particularly diverse in the 
range in which students viewed its significance: 
 
Figure 12: (Student Survey Results) Geography/Location 
 
 
Figure 13: (Student Survey Results) Religion 
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Figure 14: (Student Survey Results) Gender Roles 
Here we see an obvious inconsistency of how students value these particular artifacts, 
with numbers as low as 2 and as high as 10 in each category. This implies that students have 
had very different experiences of culture, and therefore define and value it in different ways. 
On the whole, however, students tended to believe that traditions & customs, language, and 
geographic location were the three main factors that influenced culture. Though all categories 
received relatively high levels of importance overall (6 or greater), comments students wrote 
indicate that their view of culture may not be as broad as they think: 
“Quite a few projects are very similar and more focus needs to be put on 
tools.” 
“Quite a few foreign teachers that don’t speak English well.” 
“Majority at ISU seems to be white.” 
“We are diverse in terms of education but we are still very white 
demographically. Professors are of all different races and ethnicities.” 
These statements indicate that students may be relying too heavily on geographic 
location, language, and appearance to define culture. These factors are indeed significant to 
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culture, but in today’s diverse and ever-changing world, geography, language, and race do 
not always coincide with one another. For instance, a student or professor who is Caucasian 
does not always mean that they are American, or that they grew up in the American culture. 
One student made a particularly interesting comment regarding the actual learning 
process and culture: 
“It is very difficult to learn about culture in class, considering so much time is 
spent on projects already.” 
The irony here is that any learning that takes place in the classroom is learning about 
culture. Education systems and curriculums are developed within a certain context or 
subculture to fit a society’s specific needs; this again refers back to the idea that everything is 
essentially precontextualized. These societies can be referred to on a broader macro scale, 
such as “European” vs. “Asian,” down to a smaller micro level (“business majors” vs. 
“graphic designers”). In any case, every culture and subculture has its own set of rules, 
regulations, and traditions. Graphic designers, for instance, understand visual culture in ways 
that engineers, writers, marketers, etc., do not. In essence, there are certain customs and 
vernaculars that other areas of specialization simply do not practice. 
The answer to solving a problem like this can be found in increasing cultural 
awareness. This not only involves becoming more sensitive to cultures outside of ones own, 
but also an increased consciousness about the culture in which one exists. If student 
designers do not understand their position or amount of impact they actually have relative to 
the rest of society, this will put both themselves and those they design for in potentially 
vulnerable situations. To help solve this problem, one must look to educators for guidance. 
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An interesting result from the instructor surveys was that all or most of the instructors 
polled spoke English as their first language and had not lived or worked in more than one 
country, yet their definitions of and sensitivity toward culture were far different from the 
student results. This is likely due to a number of factors, including age, experience (three out 
of five instructors had taught class abroad), and other encounters they’ve crossed in the 
profession. In the survey questions 10 through 12, instructors tended to rank Iowa State 
higher in diversity than did students. Instructors also valued the importance of culture in 
learning and the workforce to a greater degree than the students. 
Perhaps the most significant and consistent outcome from the survey results were the 
student’s perception of how much they were learning about culture relative to the amount 
they felt they should be learning about culture in the classroom. Consequently, the results 
from the instructor questionnaires indicated that they thought they were dedicating a greater 
percentage of class time to learning about culture than the students actually perceived. A 
comparison between how much students felt they’ve learned about culture and how much 
instructors spend teaching about culture illustrates the difference in perception: 
 




Figure 16: (Instructor Survey) About how much class time do you spend teaching about 
culture? 
 
 Taking a closer look at the numbers, approximately 80% of the students surveyed felt 
they were spending 10-30% of the time learning about culture in class (with most of them 
choosing “less than 10%”), while 60% of the instructors surveyed claimed they spend 30-
50% of the time teaching it. This again clearly illustrates a dissonance between what students 
and instructors perceive as culture and/or cultural learning. 
In addition, there is an apparent discrepancy between the way in which instructors 
and students feel they learn about culture in higher education: 
 





Figure 18: (Instructor Survey) How do you teach about culture in the classroom? (Check all 
that apply) 
 
 Here we see a complete turnaround from how students say they learn about culture 
versus how instructors teach students about culture. While students ranked speakers as the 
most effective and course projects as the least effective, instructors did the exact opposite, 
determining that course projects were the way to teach about culture rather than having 
speakers (which they ranked last). Again, this parallels directly with the notion that students 
are not always aware that the micro practices they execute in class are actually culturally 
specific practices within a larger macro scale. Class projects in the graphic design classroom 
are far more than arbitrary crafts; they are preliminary exercises that help students prepare 
for, understand, and become part of the subculture of graphic designers. 
Outside of projects, other alternative tools for learning were provided to both students 
and instructors (see Appendix B, question 20). Not surprisingly, many different participants 
ranked the effectiveness of different tools in different ways, with traveling as the most 
effective way to learn about culture. This was consistent for both student and instructor 
survey results. 
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But if traveling was the most popular option selected, what does this mean for 
curriculum and education? One instructor insightfully commented: 
“All of [the options in question 20] are good ways to learn about culture 
depending on the student and what the individual is ready to learn. [However, 
traveling] has to be more than just traveling, but understanding and 
interacting with the people of that place. Being a tourist just is not enough.” 
In essence, being a designer is not a spectator sport. One must actively engage in both their 
designs and the audiences they are designing for, which more often than not reside within a 
subculture outside of their own. If a student designs a poster promoting a certain event, it 
does not mean that student properly understands the culture it is representing within that 
poster’s content. As mentioned before, this puts both the designer and the client they are 
designing for in a fragile position. Students must learn in the early stages of design education 
that projects are not only an opportunity to learn about tools and creative methodology; they 
are prospective ways to understand the societies they interact with and for which they design. 
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CHAPTER 5. PROPOSED SOLUTION 
Engeström’s model of activity theory provides a wonderful “framework” for applying 
and understanding the basic structure of the graphic design curriculum (Figure 19). This 
particular model “distinguishes between short-lived and goal-directed actions and durable, 
object-oriented activity systems ... driven by communal motives ... [that are] in constant 
movement.”65 In other words, activity theory is a representation of social activity that actually 
anticipates and allows for changes to happen within different parts of the structure. This is 
much like the anatomy of culture and education, which is always in flux and constantly 
changing. If one rule changes in society, it often affects the rest of the community as a whole. 
This is also true of activity theory, in which all parts are interconnected and therefore the 
entire structure is altered if one element is taken away or is changed. 
 
Figure 19. Basic structure of activity theory with the outcome taken into consideration. 
                                                
65 Yrjo Engeström, Perspectives on Activity Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press), 960. 
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In graphic design education, activity theory roles become more specific, as follows: 
Division of Labor: Instructors, tutors, learners, etc. 
Community: School system (which resides within a certain culture). 
Rules: Practices of the school system and expectations of the institution in 
relation to the needs of the greater public sphere. 
Subject: Graphic design students (learning group). 
Instruments: Technology, formal design principles, classroom knowledge. 
Object: Product designed by student. 
Outcome: Student’s attitudes and learning results / project evaluation. 
 
 
Figure 20. Activity theory as applied to design education.
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            Currently, most design curriculum are focused primarily in the top portion of the 
activity theory model, with classroom practices placing their focus between the subject 
(students), instruments (tools), and object (designed product). The problem with this is that it 
tends to exclude the needs of the target audience, or the community and its rules. Therefore, 
the evaluation of the outcome is skewed and leaves the credibility of the designed product in 
question. Further action is necessary to create a stronger design that is developed with the 
target audience in mind, not just the student’s personal goals. 
 
 
Figure 21. Current state of many graphic design curriculums as applied to activity theory. 
 
 
           The following diagram (Figure 22) highlights all areas of the activity theory model as 
being equally important in design practice instead of placing more importance on just a select 
few. In addition, there is a proposed artifact – a more culture-conscious artifact – that results 
between the instruments and object of the model. This element will then be taken into 
consideration with the rest of the model. 
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Figure 22.  An artifact (or the designed object’s effect on society) develops from the 
resulting designed object created by the designer. 
 
 
The culture-conscious artifact mentioned previously is the result of a stronger 
concentration on the community, rules, and instruments students use to create the designed 
object. This process is to be reinforced by the instructors, or division of labor. 
 Focusing more on the community and rules strongly influences the type of 
instruments students use to deliver a visual message. Once characteristics of a certain 
community or target audience are defined (traditions, values, etc.), it helps students become 
more sensitive to that audience’s cultural environment, expectations, and norms. This may 
then change the type of tools the student uses to render their designed piece. All of these 
elements influence the way people use visual elements to communicate and send messages. 
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Figure 23. A breakdown of the culture-conscious artifact in relation to instruments, rules, 
community, and division of labor. 
 
 After the culture-conscious artifact is produced, one of the most crucial steps is to test 
and evaluate the effectiveness of the design as it relates to the community for which it was 
created. This means taking the designed piece out of the “graphic design classroom” context 
and placing it into the environment it was meant to be in, exposing the design to the target 
audience and generating feedback regarding its effectiveness. This may lead to a revision of 
the designed piece, resulting in a better understanding of how to apply certain visual cues to 
communicate with specific target audiences. 
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5.2 Utilizing Activity Theory in Graphic Design Pedagogy 
 As a general review, the goal of graphic design pedagogy will be to implement 
principles from the models previously discussed into aspects of activity theory, as there are 
methodologies in all of them that can positively contribute to student learning. The following 
section will discuss ways in which ideologies from the other learning paradigms can be 
integrated into an activity theory-based design curriculum and help to solve the problem of 
the culture-conscious artifact designers should produce. 
 As the activity theory model currently stands, the outcome is external of the rest of 
the system, and has largely gone unexplored in the graphic design community. But what kind 
of effect does the designed object have on its target audience, the community? Has the 
designed artifact followed the rules and regulations of the culture for which it was designed? 
Does it contribute anything new? Who decides whether the designed object is successful? 
 
Figure 24. Question of the outcome’s location relative to the activity theory model. 
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 The first concept explored will be the notion of pathways, or the ways in which 
information is transferred from one point to another within a cultural structure. Current 
models of activity theory feature pathways that are straight and direct; there are no twists, 
turns, or “grey areas” to be found. However, culture – particularly visual culture – is much 
more complex than the model might suggest. 
          
Figure 25. Current models of activity theory feature straight and direct paths from one 
element of society to another. 
 
 Figures 26 and 27 illustrate a more realistic path that opens other realms of 
communication within the design process. The dotted lines indicate areas where information 
and feedback are often exchanged using three or more components of the model at one time. 
For instance, the subject may use instruments to both create and evaluate the object before 
yielding an outcome. Consequently, both the subject and the instruments they use are subject 
to rules made by the community. In short, there are actually moments in the design 
curriculum where three or more elements can be utilized and evaluated together, instead of a 
single linear fashion. This collectivistic approach allows for a stronger base for designers to 
build from when designing the object, thereby yielding a more effective outcome. 
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Figure 26. Other paths of interaction.  Figure 27. Components of interaction. 
 
 
 The next alteration made to the model can be found in the largest outer triangle that 
originally encompassed the entire system. The borders that were once solid and confined now 
become open to allow aspects of other collaborative efforts into the design process. Opening 
this communicative pathway allows for an increased level of awareness about other ideas 
and/or changes that may be taking place outside of their individual practices. 
 
Figure 28. The outer triangle’s path becomes perforated to allow changes and ideas from the 
outer components of interaction to filter through and thus contribute to the development of 
the final designed object. 
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Figure 29. At this stage, the idea of the outcome is still in question. 
 
 
 What has not been resolved yet is the position of the outcome relative to the entire 
social structure as a whole. Placing the outcome outside of the cultural arrangement entirely 
suggests that it is not of significant importance to society. This is precisely the element that 
needs to be changed with regard to the graphic design curriculum. Artifacts students produce 
do in fact have an outcome; it is this outcome that needs to be more closely examined and 
actually introduced back into the audience it was designed for, then consciously observed to 
determine the success or failure of that designed object. 
 Figures 30 and 31 demonstrate the ideal position of the object’s outcome. In the 
center of the diagram there is a central spot in which all elements of the structure come 
together at a single point. It is this point where focus on the outcome should be placed. This 
allows the designed object’s outcome to interact directly with the culture’s community and 
rules, while being observed by the division of labor and subjects. Any revision or alterations 
can then be executed with the instruments as the designer is making observations. 
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Figure 30. Outcome is central to the rest of society.           
 
      
      
Figure 31. All elements of society can contribute to and extract from the outcome. 
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 Another advantage to consciously placing and evaluating the effect of the outcome in 
the center of the structure is that it actually allows the rest of the organization to either accept 
or reject (all or parts of) the designed object. This supports Donald Norman’s increasingly 
popular claim that everyone is a designer.66 When students enter the graphic design 
curriculum they should not only be learning the principles and theory of design, but also how 
to interpret the effects the designs have on their target audience, for this is the element that 
will ultimately determine the success of the object (and therefore the designer). 
 
 
Figure 32. The social process showing the extraction (or rejection) of an unsuccessful 
outcome. 
                                                
66 Donald Norman, Emotional Design (New York: Basic Books), 213. 
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 Figure 33 summarizes the final solution for increasing cultural sensitivity in graphic 
design curriculum using activity theory. This resolution assists in the creation of both a 
culturally sensitive designed object and a more culturally sensitive designer. Actively 
integrating several elements of a social structure within design pedagogy helps prepare the 
designer for the same practice in the career field. The ideal result, then, is a respectable 




Figure 33. The final model for design curriculum as applied to activity theory.
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CHAPTER 6. CONCLUSION 
 Everyone exists within some kind of cultural context, and those who live in it are both 
influenced by the culture and contributors to it. Therefore, culture plays a significant role in 
the success of any designed object or graphic designer. Culture-conscious practices and 
decisions, such as those made by Paul Rand, creates a clearer context in understanding the 
communication goals between graphic designer and client. Educating graphic designers 
about their role and responsibilities in visual culture (and how this contributes to society) 
before they begin working in the career field would help prevent misunderstandings in 
communication and potentially very expensive and time-consuming mistakes, such as those 
found in the case of Motorola and MGM. 
 The survey research conducted at Iowa State University indicates that, even though 
culture is part of the present graphic design curriculum, there is still a need to integrate 
cultural sensitivity in the classroom based on the following points: 
1. Students do not always understand or value cultural components of society on the 
same level as instructors. 
2. Students have different ways of understanding culture, and recognize different 
classroom practices as cultural learning than do instructors. 
3. Although students have a basic understanding of culture, they are relying too 
much on certain aspects of culture (language, geography, race/ethnicity) and 
dismissing the importance of others. 
 Acknowledging these challenges is important when developing a graphic design 
curriculum. Students must be taught how culture influences design and how design 
influences culture. Furthermore, instructors must understand how students are or are not 
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acknowledging culture as an important element in the design learning process. 
 In the case of the graphic design program at Iowa State, comparing the program’s 
learning outcomes and current curriculum to the research results (and the new model of 
activity theory) can assist in developing a solution to these challenges (Figure 34). Although 
the department’s mission is to “develop an understanding of abstract thinking skills, 
communication design theory, and professional practice,” more emphasis could actually be 
placed on the idea of cultural integration, or cultural sensitivity. A reconstruction or 
replacement of the entire graphic design curriculum is not always necessary. Implementing 
even small-scale culturally sensitive practices into classroom learning can result in 
significantly larger learning outcomes in the end. For instance, creating projects structured 
around the macro elements of activity theory (community, rules, division of labor, etc.) while 
utilizing the micro skills students have already developed (using tools and technology) to 
create designed objects would yield a solution that could be implemented in any course that 
currently exists (see Appendix D). 
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Figure 34. Example of how the graphic design program at Iowa State might structure their 
curriculum for increased cultural integration in the classroom. 
 
 Addressing this cultural learning issue at a pedagogical level before students begin 
practicing in the career field is crucial, as a lack of understanding culture can create 
dissonance between students and instructors and/or designers and clients, putting the 
designer, designed object, and the designer’s audience at a disadvantage. Activity theory 
lends itself well to resolving these challenges and provides a strong basis for design 
pedagogy to be modeled around. The theory encompasses both micro and macro elements of 
culture and society, which can easily be applied to the same aspects found in design 
education. The inherent flexibility within the model allows different design curriculums to 
focus in on areas specific to their needs; altering the model further (as demonstrated in this 
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thesis) provides an even more fluent and dynamic structure that opens even more pathways 
for communication and opportunity within design pedagogy. 
 While it is true that learning formal principles, theories, and creative methodologies 
in graphic design are imperative to the students learning process, they are not the only 
elements a designer should consider when reinterpreting messages to other cultures. This is, 
in effect, what designers do, and it is a very important task that should not go undervalued. 
By examining the macro effects a designer can have on a micro level, students can more 
effectively develop a stronger sense both of their role and the achievements they can make in 
visual culture. Creating vernaculars in design is a complex process that must integrate and 
respond to all components of a social structure. However, as the new activity theory-based 
model has shown, this process is not one of limitation, but of growth and possibility. 
Future Research. Because there was a limitation with the small number of students 
and instructors surveyed in this research, it would be beneficial to distribute a greater number 
of surveys to students and instructors from a variety of different locations and educational 
backgrounds (outside of Iowa State University). The following is a list of studies that could 
be conducted for further research development: 
1. Survey a larger sample of students/instructors. These surveys would be 
distributed in greater numbers across the nation, gathering data from graphic 
design programs that are different from Iowa State’s. Results may then be cross 
analyzed and compared to previous results from this thesis research. 
2. Focus on junior- and senior- level college students. As stated before, learning 
the tools and formal techniques of graphic design are important. The first two 
years of a graphic design student’s academic career are integral to their 
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development and output of designed objects; after they have built a solid 
foundation on learning the tools and techniques, more conceptual aspects of 
design can then be introduced. It is likely that students at the junior and senior 
level are more responsive to these conceptual approaches in design when there are 
fewer technical and formal distractions, such as trying to learn the tools and basic 
principles of design. 
3. Open critique sessions to those outside of the graphic design department. 
Utilizing more feedback from the community aspect of activity theory, evaluating 
the feedback students receive from outside majors (or target audiences they are 
designing for) and measuring the student’s response through project revisions 
would be another way to measure the effectiveness of student learning in cultural 
communication and sensitivity. 
4. Develop several class projects based on activity theory. The elements of 
activity theory used will be flexible and dependent on the individual graphic 
design program. Following and tracking the changes throughout a class project, or 
throughout the student’s entire academic experience may also prove beneficial for 
further research. 
5. A follow-up questionnaire addressing the effectiveness of these culturally 
sensitive practices could also be distributed to alumni who have practiced design 
industry after graduation. This process would inform educators about the 
effectiveness of their curriculum as applied to activity theory, and also allude to 
areas of the model that their specific department may need to strengthen as time 
passes and society changes. 
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Appendix D: Example of a Culturally Sensitive Class Project 
 
Intro to Digital Photography                Developed by Carol Faber and Renee Meyer 




Each of us has a distinctive cultural background, rich with a sense of one’s own personal history and identity. 
Living in a community where many people have similar backgrounds, our own culture does not seem as unique or 
rich as another outside culture. Using the research of your selected culture and designers/artists to inspire and 
motivate you, create a series of three images. These images should tell a unique personal perspective, that 
reflects your own cultural vocabulary, and communicates your own personal individual identity. 
 
 
Points to consider 
Consider finding one’s own voice through examining other cultures. This can provide a unique opportunity 
through which to understand cultural differences. Through this process of examining other cultures, you should 
begin to identify and expand on your own culturally significant imagery. 
 
Understanding major difference between cultures can be a catalyst to begin to understand why one’s own 
culture is important and how artist’s can use culturally significant imagery as a strong communicative device. 
What images or artifact describe you so that others may understand? Your images should convey a story 
that is understandable and communicates to your audience the concepts. 
 
Procedure 
Develop a rich cultural narrative within an autobiographical context of image making. Think of this as a story 
about you using images, objects, etc. Stories make up our lives and some stories grow over time. How can you 
tell a visual story about an event, place, and feelings related to that event which make you who you are, but 
without making scrapbook of events? 
 
Why do some images have greater personal meaning than others? Your images should invoke a mood and 
create an environment that contains it’s own visual vocabulary. Each image could create a different mood but 
should work together as a series. 
 
Place is important, where are you from and how you carry that with you in everyday life is significantly personal 
to you. A place should be described through your images.  
 
Collect objects and photographs as a way to develop sources for your own personal narrative. All images you 
use must be your own. 
 
 
Final Project Submission 
Three printed images at least 8 ½” x 11” or larger. You will also turning in any new proof sheets or 
thumbnail pages. All of your ideations: brainstorming ideas, original notes, sketches, and research should 
be included. You will also turn in all images to the instructor as digital files, using a CD or flash drive. A page 
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